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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Location: 

Date of Construction: 

Designer and Builder: 

Original and Present Owner; 

Present Use: 

Structure Type: 

FHwA Structure No.: 

Significance: 

Project Information: 

Yosemite Creek Bridge carries 
Northside Drive across the Merced 
River near the base of Yosemite 
Falls, J5 mile north of the Yosemite 
Lodge in Yosemite Valley, Yosemite 
National Park, Mariposa County, 
California. 

QUAD: HALF DOME, CA 
UTMs:  11/271480/4180540 

1921-22 

National Park Service. 

Yosemite National Park, National 
Park Service. 

Park road bridge. 

Stone faced concrete arch bridge 

8800-003P 

The Yosemite Creek Bridge is the 
oldest of the stone-faced concrete 
arch bridges in Yosemite National 
Park.  The "rustic-style" bridge is 
designed to blend into its setting 
near the base of Yosemite Falls, the 
tallest waterfall in North America. 

This document was prepared as part 
of the Yosemite Roads and Bridges 
Recording Project, conducted in 
summer 1991 by the Historic American 
Engineering Record. 

Richard H. Quin 
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II. HISTORY 

This is one in a series of reports prepared for the Yosemite Roads and Bridges 
Recording Project. HAER No. CA-117, YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK ROADS AND BRIDGES, 
contains an overview history of the park roads. 

HISTORY OF YOSEMITE CREEK BRIDGE 

James Mason Hutchings, Yosemite pioneer and entrenpreneur, built the first 
bridge over Yosemite Creek at this spot in the winter of 1866-67.  That June, 
he informed the Marlposa Gazette  "I have constructed a good, substantial 
bridge across Yosemite Creek during the winter, so that parties can now visit 
the foot of the lower Yo Semite Fall with more comfort and less danger than 
formerly."' The structure was a small wooden bridge, built to provide access 
for guests at Hutching' s early hotel to the base of Yosemite Falls, the 
tallest waterfall in North America and one of the chief attractions of 
Yosemite Valley." 

A major flood just before Christmas 1867 carried off all the bridges in the 
Yosemite Valley.  Hutching' s wooden bridge was wrecked but was still partially 
intact.2 Hutchings apparently did not replace the bridge. 

The second bridge on the site was evidently another wooden structure, 
described by a civil engineer in the 1880s as "the little red bridge which 
spans the stream."3 This structure was probably built under the auspices of 
the state-appointed Yosemite Board of Commissioners, which established a 
circuit road around the Valley at about this time.  No information was located 
as to how long this bridge remained in use. 

Major William W. Forsyth of the Sixth Cavalry, Acting Superintendent of 
Yosemite National Park in 1912, noted in his year-end report to the Secretary 
of the Interior that the bridge over Yosemite Creek near Camp Yosemite 
(roughly the location of the present Yosemite Lodge) was replaced that fall.4 

The new bridge lasted only about a decade.  In 1920, Park Superintendent 
Washington Bartlett Lewis described it as a "prehistoric bridge" in a "very 
marked state of decay."  Lewis stated that the fact that the bridge was still 
standing and carrying its traffic load was "beyond comprehension and contrary 
to all laws of engineering.'  He requested funding for its replacement, and 
reported that plans for a new bridge had already been prepared.5 

Funds for a replacement bridge were quickly appropriated.  In his 1921 report, 
Lewis reported that a new masonry faced concrete arch bridge had been 
completed over Yosemite Creek.6  Total cost of the new structure was $32,000.7 

The single-span bridge measures 75' long by 24' wide, and carries a two-lane 
road with no sidewalks.  The structure is crowned tranversely at the center 
point of the semi-elliptical span, and the parapet walls parallel the sloping 
grade of the roadway.  Behind the stonework is a reinforced concrete arch 
bearing the main load of the bridge, although the stone arch rings are also 
functional.  The parapet walls terminate in low square buttresses that were 

* As a series of falls, Yosemite Falls is the tallest waterfall in North 
America (2,425 feet).  Ribbon Fall, farther down the Valley, at 1,612 feet, is 
higher than any individual segment of Yosemite Falls.  (Stephen Medley, The 
Complete Guidebook  to   Yosemite National  Park   (El Portal, CA: Yosemite 
Association, 1991), 76. 
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once topped by small lanterns.  The 48' arch itself is defined by twenty-five 
cut arch ring stones or voussoirs on each side; these stones have rough edges 
on the bottom or exposed face of the span.  This arch springs directly from 
the abutments, and is not connected by a key joint.  The wing walls and 
buttresses are skewed slightly.  A course of granite coping stones overhang 
the parapet walls.  The roadway is surfaced in asphaltic concrete;8 additions 
of asphalt have raised the grade somewhat.5 

The western pier of the bridge was undermined and partially washed out in 
September 1935.  Emergency Conservation Works personnel replaced the washed- 
out section in concrete, and installed rock rip-rap in the lower channel to 
try to prevent future occurences.10 

A bridge safety inspection report by the Federal Highway Administration in 
1977 found the structure in good condition, but noted that the creek was 
beginning to scour the abutments.11 

The bridge continues to serve its original function of bearing the north 
Valley circuit road ("Northside Drive") over Yosemite Creek.  Extremely heavy 
traffic loads are borne by the bridge, as every vehicle leaving the upper 
Yosemite Valley crosses the bridge.  The entrances to the Yosemite Falls 
parking area and the Yosemite Lodge are located on the road just west of the 
bridge, and traffic is frequently backed up over the bridge.  A bridle 
path/foot trail bridge is located along the south side of the bridge, and a 
bicycle path bridge on the north side; nevertheless, both walkers and cyclists 
still frequently cross the road bridge, despite the lack of sidewalks.  Due to 
obstructed visibility and the heavy traffic, this seems to be a hazardous 
practice. 
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